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Range Size Endemism Population 
Concentration 

Threats 
 

15 5 7.5 5 0 0 15 
 
Special Concern Priority 

California: Currently ranked as a Bird Species of Special Concern, Priority 2.  Considered a Bird 

Species of Special Concern (Remsen 1978), Bird Species of Special Concern list update 

(Anonymous 1992), and on the list of Special Animals (CDFG 2001). 

Federal: None 

Other: None. 

Breeding Bird Survey Statistics for California 

Data inadequate for trend assessment (Sauer et al. 2000).  Detected during BBS surveys along 22 

routes between 1966 and 1996 in the northeast, high desert (Inyo and Mono counties) southern 

Sacramento and northern San Joaquin valleys, and eastern San Bernardino, Riverside, and Imperial 

counties. 

General Range and Abundance 

Broadly distributed in the northern hemisphere temperate climatic zones in North America and 

Eurasia between 30o and 65 o N latitude (Marks et al 1994).  In North America, year-round resident 

in southern and central Canada (except west coast); in northern tier states in eastern and western 

United States, and south through Arizona and New Mexico in the west.  With the exception of the 

southern California coastal plain (see below) and Maine, absent from the coast (Marks et al 1994).  

Winter range extends beyond year-round range south into central and eastern Mexico and Central 

America and throughout southern tier states except Florida and coastal Louisiana, Georgia, 



Alabama, and South Carolina. Northern-most breeding range largely unoccupied in winter (Marks 

et al 1994).  Occurrence in central, western, and west coastal Mexico well established by museum 

and literature records (Enriquez-Rocha et al 1993). 

Wintering birds comprised of both residents and short- and long-distance migrants in most 

areas and long-distance migration (e.g., Canada to Mexico) well established (Enriquez-Rocha et al 

1993, Houston 1966).  Migration poorly understood but seasonal movements in U.S. suggest regular 

migration patterns (Duffy and Kerlinger 1992, Russell et al 1991, Slack et al 1987). 

North American population comprised of two subspecies; A. o. wilsonianus in the east and 

A. o. tuftsi in the west (California) (Sibley and Monroe 1990). 

Seasonal Status in California 

Winter resident throughout most of California.  Breeds along central and south coast, northeast, and 

desert regions. (Bloom 1994, Sauer et al 1996, Sauer et al 2000, Unpub. County Bird List Data).  

Fall and winter population likely augmented by migrants (Marks et al 1994) with greatest 

augmentation in the desert regions and Sacramento Valley (Unpub. County Bird List Data). 

Historical Range and Abundance in California 

Little data on historic range and abundance available.  Grinnell and Miller (1944) indicated 

“numbers so large as to warrant term ‘common’, even ‘abundant’ locally” suggesting high 

abundance in suitable habitat.  The historic range included the entire length of the state east of the 

coast range with centers of abundance noted in the northeast Great Basin habitats, the Central 

Valley, and in coastal southern California (Grinnell and Miller 1944). 

Bloom (1993) conducted a thorough search of the literature and museum records for 

distribution within Orange and northern San Diego counties and compared these data to breeding 

records recorded in the same area between 1968 and 1992.  He concluded breeding territories had 

decreased by at least 55% leaving a small, remnant population in the interior portions of these 

counties.  Most extirpated sites were in coastal and central San Diego County.  Loss of grassland 



habitat to urban, industrial, and recreational uses in the southern California coastal region has been 

implicated or documented as a decline factor in other grassland species (Knopf 1994) and may 

reflect a local phenomenon. 

Recent Range and Abundance in California 

The following description of the Long-eared Owl range in California is based on sighting 

information from the BBS, CBC, Breeding Bird Atlas efforts, and county bird lists.  

Summer: Occurs in oak woodland, mixed hardwood conifer, or riparian habitats primarily 

along the margins of the southern Sacramento and northern San Joaquin Valleys (Unpubl. Alameda 

County Breeding Bird Atlas Data, Unpubl. County Bird List Data); mixed hardwood-conifer, 

conifer and juniper woodlands in the northeast (eastern Lassen, Modoc, and Siskiyou counties); in 

mixed conifer, riparian, and juniper woodland habitats of the western high desert region of Inyo and 

Modoc counties (Shuford and Metropulos 1996); in oak woodland and mixed hardwood-conifer 

habitats of the western deserts of Kern, San Bernardino, and Riverside counties (Unpubl. County 

Bird List Data); in oak and riparian woodland habitats in coastal and inland Marin, Santa Cruz, 

Monterey, San Luis obispo, Santa Barbara, Ventura, Orange, Los Angeles, Orange, and San Diego 

counties (Bloom 1994, Unpubl. Los Angeles County Breeding Bird Atlas Data, Unpubl, San Diego 

County Breeding Bird Atlas Data, Unpubl. Orange County Breeding Bird Atlas Data, Unpubl. 

County Bird List Data); and riparian woodland habitats in eastern Riverside county. 

Winter:  Range extends throughout every county in the state (Unpubl. County Bird List 

Data).  Considered an uncommon wintering species in the northern Sacramento Valley (Colusa and 

Glenn counties), the northeast and eastern Sierra Nevada region (Plumas, Sierra, Inyo, and Mono 

counties), and coastal and inland southern California (Los Angeles, Riverside, and San Bernardino 

counties). Considered either occasional or rare in the remaining counties and apparently least 

abundant along the north coast, northern San Joaquin and southern Sacramento counties (Unpubl. 

County Bird List Data).  



Little information available on population trends or regional abundance and no estimate on 

North American population available (Marks et al 1994).  Declines in California populations are 

suspected (Marti and Marks 1989) but trends are based largely on qualitative and anecdotal 

information (Marks et al 1994).  Population estimates not available for California.  Described as 

“common to abundant” by Grinnell and Miller (1944) which, when compared to current county bird 

list ratings primarily reflecting uncommon to occasional, offers the best evidence of a decline in the 

California population.  Christmas Bird Count data trend analyses for the period 1959 – 1988 (Trend 

2.4, n=53, p<0.05) indicate an increasing trend which is in stark contrast to the decreasing trend 

indicated for the remaining 19 states in which CBC data were adequate to produce trends (Sauer et 

al 1996). 

Marks et al (1994) warn against assuming declining trends based on apparent local 

extirpation because they may be masked by highly variable distribution within the known range due 

to nomadic behavior as this species responds to prey availability.  Some authors have suggested, 

however, that Long-eared Owl distribution may be influenced by conversion of grasslands to other 

uses resulting in reduced prey species upon which they depend (Bosakowski et al 1989, Marks et al 

1994). 

Despite evidence that this species may be more opportunistic in it’s foraging and roosting 

habits than past studies indicate (See Bull et al 1989), the Long-eared owl is primarily a grassland 

species and requires grasslands or meadows in close proximity to breeding and roosting areas 

(Bloom 1994, Knight and Erickson 1977, Marks et al 1994, Randle and Austing 1952).  Indirect 

evidence of decline for this species is the substantial loss of grassland habitat in California and 

subsequent decline of grassland associated species (Knopf 1994). 

Ecological Requirements 

As stated above, the Long-eared Owl is primarily a grassland species which uses adjacent dense tree 

vegetation for foraging and roosting.  Nests in conifer, oak, riparian, and juniper woodlands usually 



with dense canopy cover (Marks et al 1994).  Secondary nesting is common and use of Cooper’s 

Hawk, Common Raven, American Crow, and Swainson’s Hawk nests has been documented (Marks 

et al 1994, Bloom 1994, Sullivan 1992).  Apparently selects nesting and roosting sites with dense, 

and occasionally armored, cover for either concealment from predators or to dampen thermal 

variation (Marks et al 1994, Marks and Yensen 1980).  May roost communally. 

Grasslands, meadows, active agricultural lands, fallow lands, sparse shrub-steppe, sagebrush 

scrub, and desert scrub habitats have been noted in close proximity to roosting and foraging stands 

(Bloom 1994, Hooper and Nyhof 1986, Kotler 1985, Marti 1974, Marti et al 1986, Thurow and 

White 1984).  Wintering birds and migrants may be more opportunistic than breeding birds using a 

wide variety of roosting habitats near suitable foraging areas (Marks et al 1994). 

Feeds primarily on microtine rodents of the genera Microtus, Peromyscus, and Dipodomys 

(Marks et al 1994).  In California deserts, and desert areas in other parts of their range, kangaroo 

rats (Dipodomys sp.) are the primary prey (Bloom 1994, Johnson 1954, Marks et al 1994).  The 

documented correlation between prey densities (Microtus sp.) and Long-eared Owl populations in 

Europe and Finland (Korpimäki 1992, Korpimäki and Norrdahl 1991, Village 1981) is less apparent 

in other parts of it’s range.  Several studies refute dietary specialization to the degree that a 

predator-prey density relationship could be inferred and suggest this relationship is an artifact of 

absolute vole densities in northern latitudes (Canova 1989, Bull et al 1989, Maser et al 1970). 

Threats 

The primary factor impacting Long-eared Owl populations is breeding and foraging habitat 

degradation and loss (Marks et al 1994).  As noted above, and contrary to the paucity of empirical 

evidence, perceived declines may be attributed to the direct and indirect effects of loss of grassland 

habitat in California, as in other grassland associated birds.  Loss of nesting and roosting substrate is 

a decline factor in southern California (Bloom 1994) and likely a factor in areas where dense tree 



cover is limited.  Grinnell and Miller (1944) noted clearing of “bottomlands” for farming as a 

possible factor contributing to observed declines. 

Loss of riparian habitat has been implicated as a decline factor elsewhere in the species 

range (Marks et al 1994) and could likely be a factor in California, especially in the Central Valley. 

In one case, disturbance at a nest site caused apparent nest abandonment (Marks and Yensen 1980); 

however several reproduction success and nest observation studies were conducted without 

abandonment (e.g., Thurow and White 1984).  Marks et al (1994) concluded, based on lack of 

disturbance from proximity to roads and lack of difference in nesting success at disturbed and 

undisturbed nests (Marks 1986), that disturbance is probably not a decline factor. 

Little information on contaminants.  Henny et al (1984) noted elevated DDE in 12 raptor 

species tested in the Columbia River Basin, Oregon, including Long-eared owls, but noted levels 

below those suspected of causing reproductive harm.  Bosakowski et al (1989) suggested 

rodenticide use may decrease prey populations impacting Long-eared Owl populations, but offered 

no evidence. 

Nest predation, particularly by Ravens and other corvids, may be a factor contributing to 

local and regional declines.  Bloom (1993) noted that increased raven populations in southern 

California may cumulatively effect reproductive success adding that none of the 69 historic Long-

eared Owl nests were constructed by ravens as compared 29% percent of current (1993) nests of 

raven origin.  This contrasts with observations by Grinnell and Miller (1944) in the northeast of the 

range coincident with the Black-billed magpie suggesting dependence on corvid nests for nesting 

substrate. 

Management and Research Recommendations  

Research should focus on determining California population trend and additional factors 

contributing to perceived decline.  Study goals and objectives aligning with Bloom (1993) would 

assist in determining Central Valley and northeastern population trend status.  Marks et al (1994) 



suggests identification of reasons for migratory and year-round status of individuals from same 

population and area, nomadism and North American population relationship to microtine rodent 

population fluctuations, and investigation of often abrupt and long distance postnesting migrations 

as research priorities.  Determination of breeding patterns and densities in the Central Valley and 

northeastern California would help identify conservation priority areas for the species. 

Nest site loss could be partially mitigated by nest box provisioning (Glue 1977).  

Consideration of the ecological and habitat requirements of this species, and the suite of declining 

grassland-associated species, in Habitat Conservation Plans (HCP), Natural Community 

Conservation Plans (NCCP), and other regional conservation planning efforts would likely result in 

reduced loss of nesting substrate and foraging habitat. 

Monitoring Needs  

The BBS is inadequate for monitoring this species and trend data from the CBC are inconclusive.  

Probably the best mode for regional monitoring of Long-eared Owl populations is through the 

Breeding Bird Atlas projects underway in several California counties. 
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